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Plain Talk + UCD*:  
 
Improving lives like this one  èè 
each day! 
 
 
 

  *(User-Centered Design) 

 
 
 
 



What is ‘Plain Talk?’ 

It’s using plain language and  
‘user-centered design’  to create 
information your intended readers 
can easily: 

•  find * 

•  understand 

•  use 
 

*or recognize! 

 



Why ‘Plain Talk?’ 
 

Because it helps: 
 

•  Reduce hassles and costs for citizens trying to 
understand their rights and obligations. 

•  Attract and keep customers.  It’s easier to do 
business. 

 

•  Speed service, by reducing misunderstandings 
that slow down internal processes. 

…. and everyone saves time and money. 



What is Plain Talk? 

 
From the Center for Plain Language, Washington D.C.: 
 

 

“Plain language is information that is focused on readers…  

[ It ] is more than just short words and short sentences …  

When you create information in plain language, you also 

organize it logically for the audience. You consider how  

well the layout of your pages or screens works for the 

audience.” 

www.centerforplainlanguage.org 



Example:  ‘Before’  

Problem: 
 
Staff 
frustrated 
by constant 
phone calls 
from 
customers 

Courtesy of WA Dept. of Labor & Industries 



 
Example:  ‘After’ 
 Solution: 

 
Customer 
service 
calls: 
 

ê 95% 
 
Service 
delivery 
time: 
 

12 days 
ê 
 6 days 

Courtesy WA Dept. Labor & Industries 



Example:  ‘Before’  Problem: 
 
Low voluntary 
tax collection 
rate. 
 
Response 
rate to 1st 
mailing: 
 

ç 
 

3% paid tax 
97% no 
response 
 
 
 
 

 

Courtesy of WA Dept. of Revenue 



Example:  ‘After’  
Solution: 
 
Response rate 
to 2nd mailing: 
 

ç 
 

9% paid tax 
 

34% ‘no use tax’ 
 

57% no response 
 
 

Exceeded revenue 
collections goal by 
$800,000 in one 
year.  

Courtesy WA Dept. of Revenue 



Example:  ‘Before’  

Problem: 
 
Hotlines 
swamped 
with the 
same 
questions 
 
Long wait 
times. 
 
 

ç 
 
 
 

Courtesy WA Dept. of Licensing 



Example:  ‘After’  

Solution: 
 
Hotline calls 
drop by 95% 
 

ç 
 
 
 

Courtesy WA Dept. of Licensing 



Example:  ‘Before’     pg.1 

Courtesy WA Dept. of Labor &  Industries 



Example:  ‘After’   cover letter 

Courtesy WA Dept. of Lsbor and Industries 



Which one gets a response? 

Courtesy WA Dept. of Labor &  Industries 



Example:  ‘After’   insert sent with new letter 

So far: 
 
Percentage 
of customers 
responding 
within 20 
days is up:  
 
16% è 41% 
 
 

ç 
 
 
 

Courtesy WA Dept. of Labor & Industries 



 The basics of ‘Plain Talk” + UCD for content 

1.  Choose & ‘chunk’ your top messages.  

2.  Context:  Let them know what it’s all about.  

3.  Create a helpful, “this will be easy” tone. 

4.  Use plain, concise language. 

5.  Write “active” sentences. 

6.  Tell them what happens next. 



1.  Choose + chunk your top messages. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“This is what it’s all about” 

Message 1 

Message 2 

Message 3 

“This is what happens next.” 



1.  Choose + chunk your top messages. 

  How people scan – The ‘F’ pattern 

Courtesy Neilsen Norman Group 



Before       è After 
Introduction The city’s tax income has dropped by 20% 

since 2010. 
 

Background Mott Hill’s water problems followed 2001 
earthquake. 
 

Part Two Part Two:   An analysis of ground water 
levels  
 

Our Future Where our public involvement efforts are 
headed 

1.  Choose + chunk your top messages. 

Good headings are powerful + they help us scan 











2.  Context:  Let them know what it’s all about. 

Courtesy WA Dept. of Labor &  Industries 



2.  Context:  Let them know what it’s all about. 

Courtesy WA Dept. Labor & Industries 



3. Create a helpful, ‘this will be easy’ tone.  



3.  Create a helpful, ‘this will be easy’ tone 



4. Use plain, concise language.  

These words can unintentionally alienate, even though most 
people will understand them.    
 

 Cease    ____________ 
 employ   ____________ 
 furnish    ____________ 
 inquire    ____________ 
 priority    ____________    
 procure   ____________ 
 request 
 remit 
 retain 
 terminate 
 utilize 
 functionality 

 
 



To facilitate the 
implementation of the 
new policy changes we 
reviewed, an informal 
meeting will be 
scheduled to discuss our 
options. 

I will schedule a meeting to 
discuss our policy 
changes.  

+ We quickly grasp and trust a conversational style ... 

4. Use plain, concise language 



At this point in time, the 
Engineering Department has 
determined that an additional 
analysis of soil stability factors 
will be required before further 
review of the construction 
project can take place within 
the county’s jurisdiction.   
 
36 words 

We will need an 
additional soil stability 
analysis before we can 
review the project any 
further.  




  
16 words 

  
 

 
4. Use plain, concise language 
 



 
4.  Use plain, concise language 
 

If you are applying for: The deadline is: 

Bachelor of Arts Jan. 15, 2008 

Masters Degree Dec. 15, 2007 

Ph.D Dec. 1, 2007 

Visual displays convey information quickly. 



4. Use plain, concise language 
 

 

Anything that makes a text hard to read and 
understand --  such as unnecessarily long 
words or complicated fonts -- will lower 
readers' evaluations of the text and its author. 
 
 
 
 
 
Daniel M. Oppenheimer, Consequences of Erudite Vernacular Utilized 
Irrespective of Necessity: Problems with Using Long Words Needlessly, 
Journal of Applied Cognitive Psychology 2005, DOI: 10.1002/acp.1178http:// 
 

Read the story:  www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2005/10/051031075447.htm 



5. Write “active” sentences 



5. Write “active” sentences 

Research shows that people can quickly grasp the 
meaning of an “active” sentence: 
 

Subject > verb > object sequence 
Dog       >  bit    >  the man   on Monday. 
 
But stall over inactive sentences that leave out the 
subject and turn the verbs into nouns: 
 
Noun (from verb)  > object  
The biting of          > the man took place on Monday.   
 
… which doesn’t reveal who is responsible for the 
action (the dog) and tends to disengage readers.   
  



6.  Tell them what will happen next 

 
•  “When we receive your payment, we will send your 

new tabs to the address above.” 

•  “We will let you know of our decision by April 1, 
2014.” 

•  “It usually takes 7-10 working days for the pharmacy 
department to locate archived records and deliver 
them to us.  We will mail them to you as soon as we 
receive them.” 



What is usability testing? 

 Finding out if your targeted customer can actually 
use your product, such as a: 

 
§  Set of instructions 
§  Form 
§  Web site 
§  Software application 
§  Automobile 
§  Cell phone  
 
 



Usability testing 101 

1.  Gather a customer-savvy group. 

2.  Business problem? 

3.  Customer-service problem? 

4.  What’s your goal? 

5.  How will you know if you’ve 
reached it? 

6.  Top messages? 
Photo courtesy of WA Dept. of Labor and 
Industries.   



Usability testing 101 

 We develop a test to see if the typical “user” can 
actually do a task, such as: 

 
§ Calculate a late fee. 
§ Fill out a form without making errors. 
§ Find the answer to a question on a web site. 
§ Correctly figure taxes. 
§ Turn on a car defroster quickly. 
§ Forward a cell phone call. 
 



Usability testing 101 – Step by step 

 

1.  Recruit 4-6 people who fit the description of your 
typical user – but who are not familiar with the 
“product.” 

2.  Develop 6-10 tasks that, if performed correctly, will 
let you know they can “use” your product. 

3.  Write a scenario that will allow the test participant 
to understand what situation they are in. 

4.  Write a series of questions that will get the test 
participant to do a task – without hints.  



Usability testing 101 continued 

5.  One facilitator conducts the try-out, asking open-
ended questions. 
 

6. The usability participant is asked to “think out-loud” 
while doing tasks. 
 

7. Up to two program reps observe and take notes – 
or record the session.  
 

8.  Team reviews data and revises (or overhauls) 
document/content based on insights gained. 
 

    See resource page below for more information about UX testing. 



Usability testing 101 

Teams quickly discover: 
•  Terms customers don’t understand. 
•  Words that can mean something else. 
•  Basic information or context that is missing. 
•  Information that is unimportant & distracting. 
•  Your customer’s emotional reaction to what you’ve 

developed. 
•  What you had no idea would happen! 



Usability testing on a budget 

•  Recruit test participants from friends, family, agency 
walk-ins*. 

•  Keep the test simple and short. 

•  Consider data to be qualitative, not quantitative.  
(Use it as a guide to help you make decisions.) 

•  Consider the act of developing the test as a great 
way to focus on your project goals. 

  

   *If you do have a budget, about $5,000 (2014) will deliver 9-12 professionally recruited  
  participants, using the demographics you request.  Or, for more $, you can hire a usability 
  firm to manage the entire test and deliver its recommendations to you. 



•   Resources !

http://www.governor.wa.gov/issues/reform/plaintalk/ 



•   Resources 

Center for Plain Language:  National advocacy group 
www.centerforplainlanguage.org 
 
Office of the Governor, WA State Plain Talk website 
www.governor.wa.gov/issues/reform/plaintalk/default.aspx  
 
Design for Democracy’s Electrion Design Field Guides 
http://www.aiga.org/election-design-field-guides/ 
 
Federal government’s plain language resource site  
www.plainlanguage.gov 
 
Usability Professionals Association 
www.upassoc.org/ 
 
U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission Plain English handbook * 
www.sec.gov/pdf/handbook.pdf  
 
Bryan Garner – Clear legal writing  – Click on Articles by Bryan Garner 
www.lawprose.com  
  
Great books on writing for the web: 
Letting Go of the Words,  Dr. Janice (Ginny) Redish 
Don’t Make Me Think & Rocket Surgery Made Easy,  Steve Krug 
 

!



  Thank you 

 
Dana Howard Botka 
 
Customer Communications & Usability Consultant 
WA Dept. of Labor and Industries 
Dana.Botka@Lni.wa.gov 
360-902-5408, L&I 
 
Owner, PlainPoint Communications (non-State of WA clients only) 

howardbotka@gmail.com 
360-280-8030 

!


